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Abstract 
The present study investigates the adaptive behavior formation of school-age children with typical development and learning 
difficulties. We have suggested that the psychological defenses intensity in certain time periods and referencing to the activity 
degree of coping strategies choosing may help to predict the state of children psychological adaptation. The study showed that in 
group of children with learning difficulties comparing to the typically developing children group the representation of coping 
strategies focusing on passive distraction is higher in children with a low adaptation level. We have investigated that 
disadaptation factors in junior pupils with learning difficulties are directly associated with the selection indicators of 
externalizational coping.  
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
In times of increasing informational, intellectual overloads and stressful events the problem of coping with stress 
has become the one of vital importance. In daily life every single person faces a number of routine difficulties and 
stressful situations, therefore there is an increase of pressure on the mechanisms which help to overcome and resolve 
difficult situations, reduce mental stress and return to normal activity. The role of difficult life situations and 
responds to them in creating and maintaining the mental health of individuals is traditionally studied in the 
framework of the stress and coping psychology. Nevertheless it is obvious that coping abilities and behavior 
regulation start to form in childhood. Adaptation of an individual in difficult situations, as well as the mental well-
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being of the one in older age, particularly depends on coping abilities formation and development. In our work that 
appears to be a continuation of the study of ontogenetic dependence of children coping behavior upon individual and 
environmental determinants we consider the psychological defense and coping behavior as an integral part of 
adaptive responses. Currently the majority of Russian researchers combine psychological defense and coping 
behavior into a unified system of personality adaptive mechanisms aimed at overcoming stressful situations 
(Nikol'skaja & Granovskaja, 2000; Kuftyak, 2012; Stress, burnout syndrome, coping, 2011). This unification has 
been verified by the range of empirical studies in different areas of psychology in Russia and abroad. Thus 
psychological defense mechanisms and coping behavior are engaged in the process that leads to the adaptive 
responses of an individual. Psychological defense mechanisms are considered to be a system of mostly unconscious 
personality reactions aimed at changing the significance of relations disadaptive components – cognitive, emotional, 
behavioral – to ease their traumatic impact on individuals. In fact psychological defense mechanisms act as a mean 
of reducing anxiety caused by deep personal contradictions. The “coping behavior” concept is regarded as 
constantly changing cognitive and behavioral attempts to control external and/or internal demands assessed as 
excessively straining or exceeding the individual’s resources. The conception of coping may be referred to the 
individual’s behavior in any situation categorized as “critical” or “difficult”. The crucial task of coping behavior is 
providing and maintaining people’s well-being, physical and mental health and satisfaction with social relations 
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). In reliance on vast empirical data acquired by Nikolskaya we offer to combine 
protective behavior  and coping behavior in the individual’s defense system (Nikol'skaja & Granovskaja, 2000). The 
author distinguishes four levels of the defense system development: somatic-vegetative level, psychomotor level, 
psychological level of protection and the level of coping. All these levels are formed sequentially and function 
simultaneously within adulthood period. Vetrova has combined coping behavior, psychological defenses and 
behavior control into a single framework of adaptive behavior mechanisms basing on the system-subject approach 
(Stress, burnout syndrome, coping, 2011).The author has conducted a longitudinal study of behavior adaptive 
mechanisms in adolescence and early adolescence, which has revealed that the behavior control, coping strategies 
and psychological defenses are closely related to the behavior regulation mechanisms. Meanwhile coping behavior 
comparing to psychological defenses is more related to the behavior control. Psychological defenses are more 
isolated from the behavior control and coping behavior but stay connected to them. Psychological defense and 
coping behavior constitute a single system of adaptive reactions, including conscious and unconscious components 
with different dynamic characteristic and scenario patterns. Changes in the psychological adaptation response 
structure and the ratio of its conscious and unconscious components cause different delayed effects on the 
individual. Inclusion of the intensive psychological defense into adaptive responses or the coping strategies 
dominance may form qualitatively different internal conditions for the adaptation process development. In contrast 
to coping behavior the psychological characteristics are the direct markers of adaptive resources, properties and the 
individual’s functions state. The present study investigates the adaptive behavior formation of school-age children 
with typical development and learning difficulties. We have suggested that the psychological defenses intensity in 
certain time periods and referencing to the activity degree of coping strategies choosing may help to predict the state 
of children psychological adaptation. 
2. Method 
2.1. Participants 
 
The study involved younger school children, the students of 2 – 4 classes, aged from 8 to 10 years old. The total 
sample size numbered 99 children. The participants were divided into two comparison groups. The first group 
consisted of children with learning and social difficulties. This group was formed in accordance with expert 
opinions of their teachers and the school psychologist. According to the experts the children in this group had school 
and social disadaptation symptoms. The group included 27 children, 17 boys and 10 girls. The average age of 
participants was 8.7. The second group consisted of 24 children of the same age having no learning and social 
difficulties, 11 boys и 13 girls. The average age – 8.1. 
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2.2. Measures  
 
2.2.1. Procedure 
 
The experts assessed disadaptation symptoms intensity applying Stott’s programmable monitoring methodic. The 
level and the nature of children’s anxiety associated with school were estimated by Phillips’ “Children's School 
Questionnaire.” Special aspects of the psychological defense mechanisms intensity were studied applying “Children 
psychological defense assessment map” of Plutchik and Perry (modified by Chumakova, 1999). The experts also 
estimated the children’s coping strategies using “Schoolager’s Coping Strategies Inventory” (Rayan-Wenger, 1990), 
adapted by Sirota and Yaltonskiy. 
 
2.2.2. Statistics 
 
Mann-Whitney U-test and Spearmen’s rank correlation were used. 
3. Results 
The results obtained by comparing the data of two children groups allowed to figure out the significant 
differences in 10 of the 16 specificated disadaptation parameters (significance of differences at p <0.05): a lack of 
confidence in new people, things and situations; weakness (asthenization); anxiety towards adults, hostility towards 
adults, anxiety towards children, hyperactivity, hostility towards children, emotional tension, difficult environment, 
mental development. Several parameters often dominated in the group of children with learning difficulties in 
contrast with children without difficulties: the higher anxiety level towards adults (p < 0.04) and emotional tension 
(p < 0.0007), a lack of confidence in new people, things and situations (p < 0.02). The state of anxiety and tension 
apparently was caused by insufficient mental readiness for possible surprises and changes in familiar surroundings. 
The level and the nature of children’s anxiety associated with school, according to the Phillips’ “Children's School 
Questionnaire”, demonstrated that children with different levels of adaptation tended to have different degree of 
school anxiety. Children with learning difficulties showed the average level of total anxiety at school, suggesting 
that the children were calm and balanced, though they could feel tension in stressful unfamiliar situations, for 
example, in situations of public appraisal. They tended to feel anxiety in situations involving various forms of their 
participation in school life: the learning process, situations of their knowledge testing or evaluation, as well as the 
process of communication and interaction with teachers and classmates. Subsequently the author found out the 
differences between children’s samples in the choice of coping strategies and psychological defense mechanisms. 
Children with learning difficulties often used externalizing coping strategies (p < 0.02): “I fight”, “I’m going crazy”, 
“I do something like that”, “I tease somebody”; passive distraction (p < 0.04): “I sleep”, “I dream, imagine 
something”, “I try to forget”; reflexive withdrawal (p < 0.02): “I think about it”, “I talk to myself”, “I stay alone, by 
myself”. Children with learning difficulties used psychological defense mechanisms of denial (p < 0.011) and 
regression (p < 0.04) more often than children without difficulties. We used correlation analysis to examine possible 
relations between the disadaptation parameters and the choice of adaptive responses (coping strategies, 
psychological defense mechanisms). According to the results of Spearmen's rank-order correlation, the indicator of 
anxiety towards adults in children with learning difficulties was directly related to the choice indicators of the 
reflexive withdrawal coping strategies (p ≤ 0.01, r = 0.5). Weakness (asthenization) indicator in the group of 
children with learning difficulties was directly related to the externalizing coping strategies choice indicators (p ≤ 
0.01, r = 0.52) and coping strategies of reflexive withdrawal (p ≤ 0.01, r = 0.54). Indicator of emotional tension in 
children with learning difficulties was directly related to the choice indicators of externalizing coping (p ≤ 0.01, r = 
0.57). 
4. Discussion 
Therefore the study has allowed us to obtain some general conclusions about relations between disadaptation 
indicators and adaptive responses of children. Firstly, we have found that the disadaptive state plays a significant 
role in the development of the emotional personal sphere disorders. The children with a low level adaptation 
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comparing to the children with  a high  level adaptation demonstrated the tendency for the anxiety nature 
transformation  and its’ increase in different situations. This can be explained by the person’s certain emotional and 
behavioral characteristics which in turn may indicate the many-sidedness of the psychological disadaptation 
manifestations. Secondly, the coping style demonstrated by children with learning difficulties was less adequate and 
more immature due to the predominance of the externalization and reflexive withdrawal strategies (coping strategies 
representing a direct declaration of avoiding problems). Meanwhile their classmates were more likely to focus on 
the socially acceptable ways of solving problems, for example, active distraction or searching for social support. We 
have found that the main types of psychological defense detected in the group of children with learning difficulties 
were denial and regression related to immature and primitive defenses or the “lower order” defenses (McWilliams, 
1998). Their peers’ main types of psychological defense were rationalization and substitution. Thirdly, the specifics 
of adaptive responses in younger school children with learning difficulties depended on their protective nature and 
reflected the children’s inability to regulate their emotions and control their behavior: destructive responses, 
especially when the situation is unstable and rapid adaptation is required, lead to chronic conflicts. Hence the 
severity of social problems and disadaptive behavior in younger school children with learning difficulties is caused 
by immaturity of their functional and constructive ways to deal with the difficulties, the ways that would provide 
their psychological adaptation. The results of the study will help to develop intervention programmes taking into 
account the adaptive resources of the child, and formation of adequate adaptation responses is viewed as a priority. 
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